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Cul t inaT Scnelk,...: arm: Comp reh en s i on

Abs t

Twe investi'gated the ralati=, h ip ,.vrcre.:1 schemata

reding comprehension. Black and eighth -read a

pacz==t2:=, that dealt with an instance of '1.5iv.uidirig"' tirg the

cdoza.:r.z.-," a form of verbal ritual.insult predomitzar-ly _ajn the

inlack community. Black subjects tended ztc intei-rppT.-t T,.-ass-age as

be=i3rg about verbal play, whereas white st=jects :o Interpret it

bermg about physical aggress ion. Scores on 1.11em-rev.i ng di s-

antiguations and intrusions and on an in'.:r..rence pnzine showed a

relationship to the subjects' cultr.ral background. The evidence

raows that cultural schemata can infl uert_how -:,,rose material is

intxTrrreted. The results were discussairn 11,7-0,0. of atLeTipts to make

et-...;:irrrg materials and standardized tes- free from cultural bias.
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Culture Schemata and Reading Corrorehension

Readers aCqui re 7mEern ing from text by :-r::-.-1,q-=frry;.words- and --.-Prrts-ces

against the backdrop c-f their own persona ,.i:r,Yowledge of the w.-_.,-"71-c! . Per-

sonal knowledge, in turn, is conditioned sex, race,
I

nationality, Occupationin short, by a 's culture. This gaper

contains an/ exploration of the role of_ cl_itur schemata 'in reading

comprehension-, In its-most general for-, ou-.----7-7pothesis is that vulture

influences knowledge, beliefs, and vales: anc. that knowledge, ; ;eft,

and values influence oxriprehension proc,-,ses. There has been z airly

large amount of research investigating r-e send of these lirits4, less

research has included the first.

A tradition of research which can re. traced to Bartlett (1932) has

assessed the-effect of beliefs on the learning and r2membering-of infor-

mation in brief texts_ A recent example of research of this type is a

study by Read and Rosson (Note 1).. They used a questionnaire to identify

people who were either strongly for or strongly against nuclear power.

Those identified were asked to read a passage about a fire at a nuclear

power. station. The results on a multiple choice test given immediately

after the passage showed little influence on beliefs. However, when the

test. Was delayed one or two'weeks, people tended to distort the passage/

, .

din a manner consistent with their beliefs. Subjects who favored nuclea1r.

.

favored

1

[power were able to reject antinuclear statements which had no basis inl

the passage, but they tended to accept 'spurious, pronuclear statements.
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Subjecza.. who opposed. nuclear power produced. the opposite pattern.

T

Occa-

siona,7-..:, studies have failed to find an i nfl nonce: pf beliefs on text

interpmmtation. However, findings. such as those of Read and Rosson

are typ±cal, provided subjects read lifelike prose in a normal manner

such that/their beliefs are actually engaged (cf. Sheppard, Note 2).

Thellink to culture can be established only in research that in-

cludes slubjects with different backgrounds. Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert,

and Gpetz (1977) completed an experiment that involved female music educe-

(

tion majors and male physical education majors. They read a passage that

.could.be given either a prison break or a wrestling interpretation,

and another paSsage that could be understood in terms of an evening of

1

Card playing or an evening of playing by a woodwind quartet. Scores on

a disambiguating multiple choice test and theme-revealing disambiguations

and intrusions in free recall showed striking relationships to the

subjects' background. Physical education-Majors usually gave a wrestling

interpretation to the wrestling/prison break passage and a card playing

interpretation to the music/card passage, whereas thereverse was true of

the music education majors. Most subjects gave each passage a distinct

rinterpretation,and, most reported being unaware of an alternative while

1

/ reading.

By and large, replications of the Anderson et al. study have gotten.

the same results, except that in subsequ.iTq-investigations a larger per-

centage of subjects have reported being cognizant while reading of other
.
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possible interpretations of the passages. In addition,. Sjogren and

Timpson -(1979) found that both the sex of the subjectaand their college

major are related to passage interpretation. Pratt, Krane, and Kendall

(Note 3) demonstrated that when the passages are presented orally, the

interpretation is affected by the intonation pattern.. Finally, Carey,

Harste, and Smith (1981) showed that the extealingutstic context in which

reading takes place plays a role in the interpretatlan of the passages.

Steffensen, Joag-dev, and Anderson (1979) have reported what appears

to be the firmest empirical support for the hypothesis that cultural

knowledge and belief influences what is comprehended from text. In re-
.,

search of this type (Bartlett, 1932;_Kintsch & Greene, 1978), subjects

normally read two passages, one containThg content familiar because of

the subjects' culture, the other containing content that is not familiar.

The subjects usually recall more of the important propositions from the

story with a familiar cultural frame, than the one with an unfaMiliar

frame. As Steffensen et al. point out, "The problem with . . . experiments

of this type is that one cannot rule out the possibility that the foreign

mate-rial is inherently more-diffftult" (p. 3).. Steffensen et al. used

two groups of subjects, Indians (natives of India) and Americans. Each

group read two passages, one about a typical American wedding and one

about a typical Indian wedding. Subjects read what 'for them was the.

native pasSage more rapidly, recall4 a larger amount of information

from the native passage, produced more culturally appropriate elaborations
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of the native passage, and produced more culturally based distortions

of the foreign passage. Whether recalling the native or foreign passage,

subjects recalled more text elements rated as important by other subjects

with the same cultural heritage. These results show the pervasive

influence of cultural schemata on comprehension and memory.

The research on cultural schemata has implications for the education

of minority children. Standardized tests, basal reading programs and
U

content area texts lean heavily on the conventional assumption that meaning

is inherent in the words and structure of a diScourSe. When prior knowl-

edge is required, it is assumed to be knowledge common to children from

every background. When new information is introduced, it is assumed

to be as accessible to one child as the next. The question that naturally

arises is whether children from different subcultures can generally be

assumed to bring to bear a common schema.

Of course, it is one thing to show, as Steffensen, Joag-dev, and

Anderson did, that readers from distinctly different national cultures

interpreted texts differently, and-quite another to find the same

phenomenon among readers from different subcultures within the 'same

country. In the United States, there is a good deal of cultural overlap

among blacks, whites, Hispanics, native Americans, Protestants, Catholics,

and Jews. Our saturation by the popular mass media would seem to ensure,

that children from all groups are exposed to the same concepts and ideas.

Yet differences among subcultures do exist. Minority children have had
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less opportunity to acquire the schemata of the majority cu ture because,"

for the young, the most accessible schemata are those of p rents and

peers. Moreover, children_often have difficulty interpreting events

T
from perspectives not naturally their own(Pichert, 1979; Schantz, 1975)

Thus, it is not safe simply to assume that when reading the same story

children from every background will have the same amount of experience

with the setting, ascribe the same .goals and motives to Characters,

assign the same significance to events, imagine the same sequence of

actions, expect the same emotional reactions,.or predict the same out-

comes.

The present research represented' an initial empirical attempt to

determine whether, despite the large amount of cultural overlap, differ-

ences of sufficient magnitude exist among groups in the United States to

have an important influence on text interpretation. Black and white

subjects read a letter about a school incident that could be interpreted

as a fight or as an instance of "sounding." Sounding is a form of ritual

insult predominantly found in the black community. Also called "playing

the dozens," "smashing," and 'cracking," this activity is primarily

engaged in by black adolescent and preadolescent males and is likely to

occur any place where there is a gathering of three or more. More than

two persons are necessary because there must be an audience to judge the

"sounds." Although sometimes done solely for purposes of amusement, skill

in this verbal art is one way to achieve status in a male-peer group. The
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object of the exercise is to gain the group's favor by means of insults

which tend to involve close relatives (especially the mother) and which

make derogatory allusions to-the poverty, physical attributesi, or sexual

behavior of the relative. Labov (1972) provides several examples in his

article "Rules for Ritual Insults." Following are two excerpts:

At least my mothr ain't no railroad track, laid all over the

country.

Your mother so black, she sweat chocolate.

According to Lebow;
/ ritual insults dO occur (n white peer groups but the

forms and topAcs are relatively the activity does not occupy

any considerable time for the gror.',:.

/it was expected that black subjects ;liar with sounding would

interpret the letter as featuring an example of this behavior. Whites,

unfamiliar with the verbal activity, were expected to interpret the

letter as being about a fight.

Experiment 1

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 186 eighth-grade students, approximately

half girls and half boys. The children attended one of five schools; four

were parochial schools located in the Chicago inner-city area,and one was

in a small Illinois town.' Two of the Chicago schools drew students from

predominantly black working-class areas (n = 55) and two drew from pre-

\

dominantly white working-class areas (n = 7Q). The rural Illinois school

drew from a white agricultural area = 61).

1©



Cultural Schemata and Reading Comprehension

8

Materials. The experimental text was a 495-word letter allegedly

written by a boy tp a friend who had moved away. The letter described the

events of a school

the school cafeter

expected that this

day. The critical section was about an episode in

a. Depending on the reader's perspective, it was

episode would be interpreted as an actual fight or as

r\

an .instance of sou ding. The section of,the letter dealing with the lunch

line encounter read ,as follows:

Classes went at their usual slow pace through the morning so

at noon my friend Bubba and me were really ready for lunch.

We got into line behind Sam and Tony. As usual the line was

moving pretty slow, and we were all getting pretty restless.

Bubba accidentally bumped into me from behind and I almost

knocked both Sam and Tony down. I thought everything was

cool but all of a sudden Tony turned around and sounded on

me. He said, "Hey, Bob! What you doin' man? Don't you

know that niggers belong in the back!" Everyone laughed,

but they laughed oven harder when 1 shot back, "Oh, yeah?

Well, at least I don't have to go behind the roaches which

is what you have to do to get any food at your house!" We

really got into it then. The dozens were flying.- After a

while more people got involved--4, 5, then 6. It was a

riot. People helping out anyone who seemed to be getting

the worst of(the deal. All of a'sudden Mr. Reynolds the
t

gym teacher came over to try to quiet things' down.
\

Subjects completed a probe task that consisted of 43 sentences.

\

Accompanying each probe sentence was a four-point rating scale adapted

from the work of Goetz (1979). It was constructed so that the subjects
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could indicate whether or not they thought the probe statement had

actually appeared in the story. Subjects Circled one of four options

indicating that the probe statement was: (1) said in the same words as

the letter, (2) not said in the letter but must be true, (3) not said

in the letter but could be true, (4) not said in\ or implied by the

letter.

I

Probes were designed to investigate nine different aspects of the

letter rangingifrom the events in the cafeteria to the kinds of chores

/ L
,

,

the letter writer did before he went to school. Only the probes about
.

t

the cafeteria

f

/episode led to clear-cut results and only these will be

discussed in'this paper. It should be emphasized that none of the probe

sentences actually appeared in the letter. ;nstead, the probes represented

inferences that might be made about events described in the letter.

Design and procedure. The design involved two factors, sex and

cultural background (inner-city 'black, inner-city white, and rural white

Each group was expected to read the experimentaL letter, summarize it in

their own words, complete the probe booklet, and fill out the questionnaire.

The dependent measures of interest were the overall interpretation given

to the story, the intrusions and disambiguations that appeared in the

summaries, and responses to the probe test.

Subjects participated in their own classrooms in groups ranging in

size from 18 to 37. Each group received two experimental booklets. The

first booklet included a cover sheet, reading andosummarization instructions,

12



Cultural Schemata and Reading Comprehension

10

_:the letter, a vocabulary test, the questionnaire, and three filler tasks.

The students Were told to fill out the cover sheet and then to red the

instructions carefully as the experimenter read aloud. The instructions

told the children that they would be given a short letter to read at

their own pace. Students were cautioned to read carefully because

they would be "asked questions about the letter later." The students

then read the letter. Those who finished early were allowed to work

on the first of the filler tasks while the rest of the group finished.

All of the students were then giYeri five minutes to complete as much as they

could of a 50- question ,vocabulary -test.'

Nextthe summary-instructions were given. TheSe instructions stated,
. , .

.
. . .

'good summary contains ,"all ofthoSe key ideas and only those key .

......_,

'idea's necessary forsoMeone to get the meaning. of the entire passage.

The subjects were told that they. could use their own' words and that their.

Summaries should contain abou.c.100 words. Subjects wereoallowed to -write .

their summaries at their.ownspeed. Students who'finiShed.quickly'Were

giyen a second filler task to do.

.When all of the subjects had completed the summary task, the probe

task was introduCed.* The rating scale was eXplalped,in detail, and sub-

jects wereasked to apply it to an` example. :Menthe' students had

completed the example and indicated that they understood the task, they

proceeded through the probe booklet at their own pace.

\The final payt of the experiment was a questionnaire asking about the

students. attitudetoward the experiment ,.their knowledge of Sounding.and

13
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their understanding of the letter. When students finished the question-

naire, they did -a final filler task until' all students in the group had

finsihed. The purposes of the study were then briefly explained to the

students and the experiment was concluded.

Results

-Probe task. A preliminary analysis of variance was performed on the

probe data using Cultural Background (inner-city blck,' inner-city white,

rural white) and. Order (4 random orderings of probes) as between-groups

factOrs. The order variable 'was not significant; F < 1, ndsdid not

interact with any other factors; hence it was dForiped from subsequent:

. analyses.

The analyses for the probe data were performed using Cultural back-

ground and Sex as between-group factors.. Probe Type (sounding or fight)

was a within-subject factor. The analysis revealed a large main effect

for Probe. Type, F(1,180) p < .01, and a small but significant

Culture X Probe Type interaction, F(2;180) = 6.24, a < .01. Table 1 con-

tains the mean ratings given to, the sounding and fight probes. The city

and rural white groups were pooled because there was ,no difference : between

therri. As can-be seen, the,:main effect was due to statements reflecting

the fight .interpretation being rated as more likely to haVe appeared in

the letter than sounding statements. The interaction, resulted from blacks

'rating sounding statements slightly more likely and fight statements as

slightly less likely than wtiltes.
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Insert Table 1 about here.

Theme analysis. The summaries were reau by two independent judges

and rated as to whether they reflected a fight or a verbal interplay inter-

pretation. The verbal interplay category included, but was not limited

to, specific identification of the lunch line episode as an instance of

sounding. Otherwise, the scoring would have begged the question, since

few White subjects would have been able to make this specific identifica-

tibn. With the exception of a few additional interpretations such as

an cngry argument, the summaries included in the category labeled 'other"-

were primarily ofran indeterminate theme, mirroring the ambiguous nature,

of the passage.. The reliability between 'the two raters was :95,

An'analysis of the theme ratings Indicated that .verbal interplay

interpretations were more frequeni among blacks, while fight interpretations

were more frequent among whftes, x2(2) = < .01. Table 2.ghows

0

the proportions;

Insert, Table 2- about here.

Oisambigdations and intrusionS, An:ahalysis_was made.of disambigua-

tibris and intrusions in the summaries. (This analysis, it should be

mentioned, was not independent of'the, theme analysis-reported above;)
, .

A'disambiguation was defined,as a paraphrase of an idea that'revealed

, -

the subject's underlying interpretation. A theme-revealing intrusion was

scored when a phrase or sentence not directly related to any proposition
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in a passage was included in thel recall. Two independent raters scored

the protocols for disambiguations and intrusions. They agreed on 94% of'

the scoring decisions.

Insert' Table 3 about here.

The disambiguations and intrusions were divided'into three categories:

I

fight, sounding, and - race. Table 3 gives some examples of each type.

The fight category,contained disambiguations and intrusions that

reflected incidences of physical aggression. The sounding category in-

volved elaboration* on the theme-of verbal play. The race disambiguatiorks

'consisted of how the word and/or euphemisms for the word "nigger "> were

used (see Holt, 1972) and a few other racial intrusion*. The results

revealed a significant interaction between Cultural Background and Sex,
,

.F(2,180) =- 3.30, 'EL< for fight'disaMbiguations-and intr,usions.` This

appeared'because of the low frequency of fightInterpretations,among

black males. There were no other signifieant differences.,:

Amount of information. For Purposes of evaluating the amount of

text information reproduced in the Summaries, the letter was divided

into 93 idea units. Two independent raters scored the subjects' proto-
,

cols for the presence or absence of individual idea units. They agreed

,

on 96% of the scoring decisions'. :Significant main effects were found
.

.
.

for Cultural Group,F(2,180) =.3.60,.4l < .05, and Sex F(2,180) = 12.35,

< .01. There,was

and females.

More info'rmatioereproduced in the'summarieS of whites
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The results obtained from Experiment 1 indicated that-the subjects'

interpretations of the cafeteria incident as either ritual insulting or

a fight were, related to culturally based knoWedge and beliefs. However,

even amc,g blacks the incident was often interpreted as a fight. We
-

judged that more accurate and stronger results could be obtained if the

materials were improved and confusing elements of the task were eliminated.

With this in mind, two experimenters, one white female and one black

female, went 'to an .inner-city school in St, Louis, Missouri, and inter-

viewed chfldrem about their interpretation: -Black and white female

experimenters' were used becauSe studies have Shown that subjects express;

themselVes More openly Ath female experimenters of the same race.

(Cascibni, 1978; Grantham, :1973);

The subjectS were 31 ,eighth7grade,students, a6roximately half:blak

and half while.: Thie,students-were tested individually in a,room separate

from their classroom. The first task wasto read the same experimental:

,

, , -
.

,

.

gtext as was used in Experiment 1._
,

After the student finished reading:,,
ft .

z

/

remainder 6f-the session was. recorded. Oral protocol's were recorded

instead of written ones, because children may not wite.down everything

they know; and we, felt that the oral mode would make it easier.to probe

\ 4 :^

areas of possible confusion or ambiguity in order to more directly assess
.

. .

subjects' interpretation of the F6ssage. Once the tape recorder was,

i

,
' ,

.
.

.

. . /

on, 'Students were asked several guestionS-about theirfamily,,school,' and .
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free-time activities which provided background information and served as

a filler task. The experimenter then asked for an oral recall of the

story. After the recall several probe questions were asked, some of

which specifically sought to determine the subjects' interpretation of

the cafeteria incident. The entire session usually lasted approximately

15 minutes.

The interviews suggested that phrases, such as "accidentally bumped"

and "knocked down," implied physical ac,'Ilression., Also the use of the

term "nigger," although established as ENT acceptable in-group form of

address, in conjunction with tne phrases of physical 'aggression implied

/a black/white, confrontat Ion., Therefore:, the term and phrases, Were deleted.
. , r,
.

I

Terms referring directly to the activity of. sounding, such as cappin"
, !

. , .

(St. Louis) or "checkin", (Memphis), were,not used. this, time, since it

might be argued that, the .results would hinge simply on the differential
.

-.
., .

=knowledge black and white children Have,Of'' these key vocabulary 4 tem.

To avoid character confusion, only tWo names were provided for characters

in the letter,, as compared to the four In the version used in Experiment 1.

Fhzally, manY chi ldren. had difficulty writing a summary; so in EXperiment 2

complete reCall,of the letter -was' asked for:`,

:Experiment 2 '

Method ,

Sub'ectS. The -Subjetts mere 105 eighth grade-students, approximately
. , .

. .
. .

.
. . ,

half girls and ha /if boys. Nine students were dropped 'from,yanalysis because

18
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their recall and probe data suggested that they did not seriously attend

to the task. The children attended one of three schools,. located ,in

Memphis, Tennessee; Mahomet, Illinois; and Ogden, Illinois./ The Memphis

school drew students from a black working-class area (n = /54), and the

two Illinois schools drew from a white agricultural area ,(n = 51).

Materials. There were two experimental:. - booklets. The first booklet

was essentially the same as that used in Experiment 1 except for the modi-

fications in the experimental text-made, as a result of the findings of.'

Experiment 1 and the interview study. The revised section of. the letter

deal ing,wi th the lunch line encounter, read. as follows:

0

Ciasses went at their usual slow pace' through the ,morning, so
,

at noon. I was really ready for lunch. I 'got In line behind

Bubba. As usual the line was moving pretty slow 'and We were

all. getting .pretty restless. For a i tt 1 e a,Ft Bubba turned

around an&said, "Hey, Sam! Wtiat yoti:doin' man? You,so ugly

that When:the doctor delivered you he slapped 'your facel"

Everyone laughed, :but they laughed _even harder when 1 shot back;:,

r"Oh yeah? Well,' You so ugly th'e doctor turned around and l,

srapped yciur momma:" 'It ,got.even wilder when Bubba

"Well, man; at least my daddy ain't no girl scout:" We really

got into it 'then. After awhile more people got involved--

4', 5, then 6. It was a ribi.! People helping out anyone who

seemed; to be getting the worst. of the deal. of a sudden

Mr.,Reynolds the gym teacher .came over to try to quiet thi.ns

down.
,

P

3

19
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The second booklet contained the probe statements. Each of the 29

1,

probe sentences was accompanied by the four-point rating scale. Thirteen

probe statements were deleted/from the original probe booklet because they
/

were no longer relevant to the modified passage.
4 .

Design and procedure:. There-was'a two-way factorial design involving

sex and cultural background' Each group was expected to read the-experi-
/

mental, letter, write as coMpletaa recall as possibl compl-t-

booklet, and fill out the questionnaire. The 'depennent measures of

interest were the overall interpretation given to the story, the intrusions

and disambiguations that the subjects included in the recall protocols,

and responses to the probe test

SubjectSparticipated rn their own classrooms, in groups ranging in
1

,

sizefrom 20 to 35. Each group received two experimental booklets. The

subjects' first task was to read the entire letter, contained in the first

booklet, and then to write down as much of the'letter as they could, remember.

_This procedure differed from that of Experiment 1 in that it was empha-

sized that they were to 'write doah every bit of the:letter that they,.

remember; Subjects Were.askedto use the same words that were in

the letter if possi6,1e. If not, they'could use their own words. NO

was put on the 'retail, hd the subjects were allowed to write,at

,their own speed. Students who,finished qUickWWere.given a filler task

to

When a1,1 -06;the subjects had completed the recalltask, the probe
.1

task was introduced, As in Experiment,l, to'ensure that-the-sstudents

/

1
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understood what they were to do in this phase of the experiment, a simple

example was. constructed to illustrate what each category meant. When the

students had completed the example and indicated that they understood the

task, they proceeded through the probe booklets at their own pace.

The final part of the experiment was devoted to a questionnaire that

asked about the students' attitude toward the experiment, knbwledge about

sounding, and undeFStanding of. the letter. When students. inished the

questi:oitlarre; _they a. final filTer taskuntil all studentOn.the

group had finished. The purposes of thestudr'were then briefly, explained

to the students and.the experiment was 'conclOded..
,

Results

Performance on probe task.
,

An unAighfed, means analysis of variance,
1

. ry
was performed ori,theArObe-qate Osing_Cultural, BackgrOund (black' vs. white)

. / .

and SeX aSA:ietween subjects factors and-Probe Ty0e',(fight, vs. sounding)
./ ' 0

as a within-subject:factor. 'The Opendent measure was the subjects'
42

rating as to whether or not the probe had appeared 'in the experi-
!,

.

mental,' passage. There were no Significant*in effects,kut.the'Culture
.

Probe, ypeType was significant F(1,92) = 52.92, e < .01.: Table

* c

4 shows the mean ratings given to*sounding and.fight,probes by the.tWo:"
pN

A .

cUltural groups. No other results reecheds,ighificance..

1

',N,'\..

Insert Table 4 about here. 3

4
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Theme analysis. Subjects' recall protocols were read by two inde-

pendent scorers and rated as to whether they reflected a fight or a

1. verbal interplay interpretation. The reliability between these two

raters was 95%. Ratings of the theme were related to the child's culture,

x
2
(2) = 16.3, < .01,. as can be seen in Table 5,

Insert Table 5, about here:,
.

Disambiguations and intrusions. Using the-same definitionof disaM-
,

giguations and intrusions that were used in Experiment 1; two,independent

raters-scored`the subjectsr"recall protocols.: They agreed on 969 of the

,

scoring decisions. Unweighted means analyses- of variance were then per-
1 .

7 ti

formed'using.Cu)tUral Background, ,Sex, and Type of ExpressiOn (fight or
7 -

'verbal interplay) for both disambiguations and intrusions. For disambigua-
',

ions, only the Culture X"Type of Expression interaction was significant.

'F'(1,92) = 14.07,a <,.01. For intrusions, a significant main effect was
-

found for Type of Expression, F(1,92)''= 4.80, a < .05, and the Culture X

, .

Type of Expression interaction was also significant, F(1,92) =6.57,

p.< .01.; The Type of Expression effect wasdue to,more sounding' intru--

.

slops-than fight intrusions. The interactions appeared because blacks.

produced more soUnding intrusions and disambiguations,whereas whites pro-

p

IV

duced mores fight intrusions,and disambiguations._

No systematic analysis of amo,unt.of recall was done in, Experiment 2..

However, our impression is that whiteS and .females recalled more text

information.,

22
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General Discussion

Evidence obtained from the recognition probes, theme analysis, and

disambiguations and intrusions in both experiments indicated that

subjects' perceptions of the cafeteria incident as either ritual insulting

or a fight was related to,culturally based knowledge and belief. The

following probes, reflecting a sounding interpretation, were rated closer

to the text by black subjects than by white subjects.

Mr. Sanderson made the boys stay after school for a week because

\he had warned them about,loud talking earlier.,,

Bob and the other guys were just laughing and joking around.

Rating's by black and white subjects,reversed for the following, which

reflect d a misunderstanding of the-event ehe text:

Bob\and fOnygot in, trouble because they were fighting in the

cafeteria;

Mr. Reynolds had to break up,the fight.

NoneoftheSe four probes-was, in fact, .present in the orlginal passage.

,

,.Subjects

\

expansions of the.text also showed the influence of Cultural
. ,

Schemata. In the passage used in Experiment 1, the first sound involved ,

the archetypal racist situation of...blacks being forced to the end of the
.

line:

In the. back!

There.were a number o(distortions that,reflected similar sorts of segre-

ou doin' man? .Do ou know that ni ers belong

gation- pi7actices. For example, one subject.recalled:

23,
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#85 WF: Tony turned'urned around and said 'I was supposed to stand in

"back of him because of my color.

A more complex intrusion involved the inference that the,wri ter was bussed

to school, which was in itself a distortion of the statement in the

original_text, "We barely caught our ride . . ." The protocol read:

09 BF: CoMing home they had some trouble. They got the bus as

usual. When it was crowded a boy replied, I thought

black people was supposed to sit in the back of the bus.

A surprising number of informants saw the addressee-as actually accepting

this racist insult and moving' to the' end of theitne:

#34 BF: . . . and said. Nigger, you should, be in the back. And

he went to the' back. 'Then everyone started to laugh .

.It_shouLd be noted:that two of these examples are drawn from black'sUb-

,,
jects.

, .
The second sound in the text used in Experiment I was a well..- formed

1.

one since. the speaker seized the theme of being, in the back of the line and

elaborated it to his antagonist's disadvantage. The. text-read`:

Well , at least I don ' t have to go behind the roaches which i s what

you have to do to 'get any -food at your house:

While many of our subjects remembered-the first insuit, many fbrgot the

successful responsein spite of the fact that nit was an appropriate sequel

on'the basis of its grammatical structure and semantic content. Some of

the distortions included:

#69 WM: Then Bob answered Tony by implying that his mom's food

H

had. roaches.
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#71 WM: I told him he eats cockroaches.

These subjects remembered only. that cockroaches were mentioned and produced

stereotyped retorts.

One black subject demonstrated a clear understanding of the sounding

event through his use of the term "signifyilig:

#55 BM: Bob fell into two other boys. One of them got mad, and

started to signify on Bob. Not to be out-done Bob jumped

back on the boy's case. Then others started to join in

on the siegni6,ing.

1<ochman (1972,' p. 256) 'points-out that although "signifying" has different

meanings elsewhere in the country, in Chicago the term is a synonym for

sounding. A white Male used the term "dozens as ,a quantifier, which

showed equally well thatfie did not understand,the speech event:
1

". #54 WM: In the lubch Period Bubba made .a remark that I, didn't

,Fike. Then the fists were flying by' the dozens.

There was a tendenCy on the'part of both black and white subjects to

give' the passage used in Expe,riment 1 racist, interpt:etation, sometimes a.

violent ore. We attributed this to the use of the term 'nigger," which was

".intended as an inverted: term rsymbolizing group solidarity in her paper,.
'4 j

j ,
. :,

'.' "'Inversion.' in Black dommunication,YHolt (1972) analyzes the useof
. ,

. ,
,

Po

derogatory epithets by the referenced ''group as a form of ,,1 tnguisti c' s3-117,
if

vival. in a system .in. which the black person was a chattel, the process.
7 1,

ea

of giving reverse meaniIngs to words-and phrases of'white speech -was a-,

means of resistance against the dominant population. Holt states:

,25
E
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.a

. the-Most "soulful" terms or referents in black usage today

are those whiCh traditionally have been the symbols of oppres-

Fion. Take the word "nigger" as the prime example. When used

by whites it has only one meaning, though the degree of degrada-

tion may vary with the users. When used by blacks, the word is
-,-

often used as a term, of affection, admiration, approval; it is

a word of positive connotation, a pontradiction oforiginal

intent (1972, p. 154).

As one would predict, there were widely differing responSes across
,

cultural group and sex which could be related to differences, in the. ,

affective loading of the term "nigger : °" ProtoCols were.examined for

fOur different categories of expression. The first consisted:of those
. . .

in which the term was not mentioned at ail; the second consisted of

euphemisms -("black peOpte," "negroes") ; the third, of expanded euphemisms

("made a remark concerning hii6colo'r"); and-the,foLirth, of the term

, ,
.

Black males were most inclined to oMitJhe term completely. (58%)

and were also least inclined to use euphemisms (19%), whileAflack females

were- second in thesectwo:categories-(35%,and 30%, respectively). White

males and females were highly inclined to resort to euphemisms (41% and
if

420, respecOvely). This, distribution suggests that black subjects per-,
- )

ceived-"nigger" as an inverted form and either used it or omitted t

did not feel that a euphemism was called .for. White subjects were not aware

of this reversa in values and resorted to various means td ameliorate the-:

Stigma they felt it entailed, .
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However, there were problems with the use of this term in the original

text. First, there was some evidence that interpreting the event as a

black/white confrontation, often with overtones of Physical.violence,

obscured the cross-cultural difference of interest--familiarity with the

highly stylized and verbally demanding behavior of ritual insulting.

Second, the individual interviews suggested that the term "nigger" was

used in a way which may have blocked an inverted reading even on the 'part

of black subjects, despite the distribution of responses that was found.

Subjects indicated that an inverted reading would have been possible if

the term had been used as a form of address, i.e., "Nigger, don't you

know you belong in the back!" but was not when the term was used

referentially. Obviously, intonation is pfcrucial importance for con-

veying the correct meaning.

In Experiment 2, when the term "nigger" and vague references which

could be interpreted as physical aggression were dropped, more pronounced

differences between inner-city blacks and rural whites were found. In

the recall protocols, black subjects remembered that what was going on in

the cafeteria was "just for fun" and that the teachers "tried to help

stop the noise" but could not, so the students ended up in 'the principal's

office. One black male said:

#69 BM: Than [sic] everybody tried to get on the person side

that joke were the best.

This is probably a more accurate reflection of what really goes on in most

sounding events, than the statement in the texts "People helping.Out anyone

27
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whb seemed to be getting the worst of the deal." Another subject used

the local term "checking" in his recall. White subjects, on the other

hand, showed a tendellcy to describe the event as "horrible," said that

the two participants "were both angry," and generally recalled the event

as a fight:

#025 WM: Soon there was a riot all the kids were fighting.

#011 WF: Me and Bubba agreed to finish our fight later,.off

the school.ground.

Responses to the debriefing questions showed that black subjects

were more likely to think the episode involved friends (81%) than were

-white subjects (58%) .
A greater percentage of white subjects (43%)

thought observers in the story laughed because there was a fight than

did black subjects (15%).

A cultural basis for differences in reading comprehension was also

supported by responses to the probe statements and by the theme ratings

abstracted from-subjects' protocols. When only male subjects are con-

sidered, the results are even. stronger. This supports the claim that thi.

text is tapping a real cultural difference, since sounding is found pri-

marily in male groups. In no protocols was the cafeteria episode given

an interracial interpretation,although in the debriefing questions, when:

subjects were asked to select race, the majority indicated that both

blacks and whites were involved.

There were'indications of other differences in the knowledge and

_assumptionS-of the-two-groups ln the recall protocols. A number of

black subjects thanged the vague textual reference to punishment (Boy!
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Did 'I get it-when I got home.) to a "whipping ti whupping ti whooping."

White,subjects made references to the scolding they would receive if they

did not complete their chore. These expansions probably reflect differ-

ences in patterns of family

Implications for Schooling

It had been suggested (Anderson, 1977; Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert,

& Goetz, 1977) that some of the reading problems minority children have

might be attributable to mismatches between their subculture and the cul-

ture of the white middle-class people who generally write their textbooks.

It is clear from the recall protocols and responses to the probes that

black and white children had very different impressions_of what occurred

in the experimental passage. In this case one could say that it was the

white children who misinterpreted the text. This reverses the usual

state of affairs in which it is the black child who is counted wrong for

his interpretations of material that presupposes knowledge he does not

possess and values he does not hold.

Effects of culture were observed in present research using material

deliberately selected because it was culturally loaded.. PresumabN most

of the publishing industry tries very hard to avoid cultural bias. Thus,

one may wonder how much school material there is that will give minority

children trouble because of its majority-culture loading.
_ -

Attemptsto-assay-culturalbriSin texts 'are not new. In 1947, the

American Council on Education found that textbooks were "distressingly

29
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inadequate, inappropriate, and even damaging to,-intergroup relations"

(cited in Simms, 1975). In 1960, the Anti-Defamation League noted some

improvement bat. found that minorities were still, not realistically por-

trayed in most social studies texts (Marcus, 1961; cited in Simms, 1975).

Simms (1975) has described bias in texts in terms of errors of commission

and omission. The first type involves stereotyping, ethnocentrism, and

prejudicial statements and caricatures that demean minorities. The second

type can be characterized as "much more subtle and insidious" because it

involves all that is left out. This includes the contributions made to

American culture.by minority ethnic groups. Such a bias results in both

a failure to provide' the minority child with positive models and the mis-
.

education of the majority child. Jackson (Note. 4), in his review, "Trends

in Publishing for Ethnic Studies," argues that many text and trade books

still degrade minorities. However, with the growth of publishing houses
AL

controlled by minority members and, perhaps, because more minority persons

are employed in the publishing industry at large, the quality of the

cultura;ll content of materials is judged to be improving.

Most analyses of possible cultural bias in school materials have been

sociopolitical in character. Analysts have worried about such matters as

whether the portrayal of minorities is fair, whether the minority child

will_develop pride In his ethnic heritage, and whether the minority child

will sustain an interest in stories that alWays take the majority culture

perspective., Few studies have tried to'find out if minority children find

3o IJ
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school material difficult to understand because of cultural mismatch.

Fewer still have gathered data that trace a misunderstanding to a cultural

origin.

The exceptions of, which we are aware involved performance on reading

comprehension tests, perhaps because tests offer a ready performance

criterion. Nix and Schwarz (1979) interviewed. 10 inner-city high school

students, asking them to explain,answert to test questions. The_finding

was that theseMudents,brought to, bear a different system of assumptions

than members of the majority culture. This led them to answers which

were often "wrong," but were generally sensible considering their assump-

tions.

Linn, Le\iii.ge; Hastings, and Wardrop (1980) developed a statistical

method for detecting possible bias in test items. The procedure was to

evaluate whether, 'considering level of ability as estimated from total

test score, the minority group did better or worse on particular items

than the majority group. The method was applied to data from 30,000 black

ard white children from the Anchor Test Study. (Biachini & Loret, 1974)

who had taken the Metropolitan reading comprehension test (Durost, Bixler,

Wrightstone, Prescott':. & Below, 1970). Using a sitrict standard of what

counts as bias, Linn and his colleagues. identified two items consistently

biased against black fifth and sixth graders, and-one which was consistently

biased.in their favor.

kgroUp at the Center'for the Study. of Reading did a_Content analysis

ofthe Metropolitan reading comprehension test looking for cultural . bias.
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Five items were Judged as probably biased against blacks. These evalua-

tions were checked using the empirical measure of bias computed by Linn

and his colleagues (1980, Appendix F)." Each of the five items did in

fact show some bias. However, the content analysis did not identify the

two items that the empirical analysis revealed as most biased against

blacks, though one of the latteritwo items was judged in the content

-analysis as possibly biased. This item involved a passage about'a visit

of Captain Cook to a group of islands in the South Pacific. The critical

section was,

. . . he called them the Friendly Islands because of the character

of their people. Today, the Tongans still provide visitors with a

-.warm welcome.

The test item asked for the meaning of the word character as it was used

in the story. Most whites chose nature,, the answer scored as correct.

Blacks frequently chose style. This. is a term used more in black than

white communities, and it can be argued that in its colloquial sense

style is more apt than nature as a synonym for character. It is apparent,

at least, that style is not a wrong answer.

In summary, when reading material tn..,ers an area in which there is

a clear cultural difference, as illustrated by the sounding episode used

in the present 'research, there are large differences.among groups in

comprehension: However, because of cultural overlap and because the

eduCational publishing industry tries to avoid bias, such-cultural loading



Cultural Schathata and Reading ComprchenSon

30

as,, may be present in standardized ,tests, basal readers, and other school

reading material. is usually subtle. The trouble we had in predicting

biased test items from an ajpriori content analysis illustrates how

difficult it can be to detect culturally loaded material. We-know such

material exists, but no one currently has hard evidence about the

pervasiveness of the problem. Determining its extent should be one of

the major goals of future research.

In the present experiments, for once, a reading passage was biased in

favor of black inner-city students since it was based on their implicit

knowledge and system of relevancies. The reaction that many white

middle-class teachers and students have to inner-city black students

trying to work their way through culturally loaded material was, mirrored

by one of our black male subjects. Upon being told that white children

understood the'letter to be about a fight instead.Of sounding, he looked

surprised and said, "What's the matter? Can %t they read?"

33
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Table I

Mean Ratings Given to Fight

and Sounding Probes, Experiment 1

Type Of Probe

Fight

White

2 . 3

Sounding

3.2

3.4

1

Note: Ratings on a scale of 1-4, where A meant identical with text and
meant. inconsistent with text.
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Tabl'

Proportion
/K

f Protocols

Showi:p0heMe, Experiment 1

Group

Theme
1\

Fight
Verbal
Interplay Other

Black .31 .26 .43.

White .61, .09 .30

O
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"'Examples of Theme - Revealing.

Di:sambiguations and Intrusions

0.7

m
Sounding.Therliel

-Joe had'been warned two tines already not to fuss, and cal) people

out of name and talk about 'them.

One-of them . started to signify on Bob.

Fight Theme M

rd
Everybody got into a fight.

tOit-him back.

Fists were flying,
0
1;

Bumpinglone person start the hole fight

Race Theme

^

- I did0t no negroes were ahead of us white people,:

He sand to tho. black boy in back.of him to go to the enx-of-the

line.because Nt was black.

The letter I read was about racial discrimination.

One 1)4 named Bob was a black boy in a school where mostly white

people went.

Combination Fight-Race Theme

Boy! We were going mad .at them niggers last Thursday . .

killed all those Africans.

The-white boys wanted to fight but the Black boys didn't.
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Table 4

Mean Ratings Given to Fight

and Sounding Probes, Experiment 2

Group

Type of Probe

Fight. Sounding

Black

White

3.0 ,2.2

2.2 2.8

Note: Ratings on a scale of 1-4, where 1 meant identical with text and

4Feant inconsistent with text.
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Table 5

Proportion of Protocols

Showing Theme, Experiment 2

Group"

Theme

Fight
Verbal
Interplay Other

Black .00 .3o .7o

White .22 .10 .68

42
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